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1.0 PURPOSE AND NEED

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The United States (U.S.) Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) is considering the development
of recreational facilities at Lake Nighthorse near the City of Durango, La Plata County,
Colorado. This Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared to analyze environmental
effects associated with development, operation, and management of recreational facilities. This
EA tiers from the Animas-La Plata (ALP) Project Final Supplemental Environmental Impact
Statement (FSEIS), prepared by Reclamation in 2000 (Reclamation 2000a). The FSEIS
addressed development of recreational facilities and amenities for Ridges Basin Reservoir, now
referred to as Lake Nighthorse.

This EA has been prepared in accordance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
(NEPA), Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations (40 Code of Federal Regulations
[CFR] 1500-1508), and Department of the Interior NEPA regulations (43 CFR 46). Reclamation
is the lead federal agency responsible for the preparation of this EA.

1.2 BACKGROUND

Lake Nighthorse is a component of the ALP Project. The ALP Project was built to fulfill the
water rights settlement of the Ute Mountain Ute and the Southern Ute Indian tribes of
southwestern Colorado (Colorado Ute tribes). The ALP Project was authorized by the Colorado
River Basin Project Act of 1968 and was designed to provide irrigation, municipal, and industrial
water supplies to the Colorado Ute tribes and other project beneficiaries. A Colorado Ute Indian
Water Rights Final Settlement Agreement, signed in 1986, quantified the Colorado Ute tribes’
rights to obtain water from several rivers and projects, including the ALP Project. Congress
incorporated the ALP Project into the Colorado Ute Indian Water Rights Settlement Act of 1988
(Public Law [P.L.] 100-585) (Settlement Act) to settle Colorado Ute tribal water rights claims.
In 2009, the Colorado Water Resources and Power Development Authority, the San Juan Water
Commission, the La Plata Water Conservancy District, the Southern Ute Indian Tribe, the
Navajo Nation, and the Ute Mountain Ute Tribe entered into an Intergovernmental Agreement to
establish the Animas-La Plata Operation, Maintenance, and Replacement Association
(ALPOMRA) who is responsible for operations, maintenance, and replacement activities under
contract to Reclamation (Reclamation 2009).

The ALP Project has been the subject of public interest and environmental review since it was
initially authorized. Reclamation, in compliance with NEPA, prepared a Final Environmental
Statement for the ALP Project in 1980 (Reclamation 1980a), a Draft Supplement to the 1980
Final Environmental Statement in 1992 (Reclamation 1992), and a Final Supplement to the Final
Environmental Statement in 1996 (Reclamation 1996).

In response to continuing public controversy, structural and nonstructural alternatives to the
original proposed ALP Project were developed. Under the structural alternative, the initial stage
of the project, as described in the 1996 Final Supplement to the Final Environmental Statement,
would be constructed, including a proposed reservoir at Ridges Basin near Durango that would
store water from the Animas River. In 1998, the U.S. Secretary of the Interior presented an
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Administration Proposal to implement the Settlement Act through construction of a downsized
dam and reservoir at Ridges Basin to supply water for only municipal and industrial uses to the
Colorado Ute tribes and other project beneficiaries. Irrigation uses were eliminated with this
proposal. Because the Administration Proposal represented a significant modification to the
original project, Reclamation prepared a Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement
followed by the FSEIS in 2000. The Record of Decision identified Refined Alternative 4 of the
FSEIS as the selected alternative (Reclamation 2000b). This alternative envisioned development
and management of recreation by a nonfederal entity, including the following recreational
developments and uses at the reservoir:

e 1,980 users at one time and 218,400 annual user days
¢ 10 miles of hiking trails

e 196 camping units, 37 picnic units, and one group site
e A four-lane boat ramp and 26 boat slips

e A two-lane county access road

e 591 parking stalls

¢ A public beach

e A fish-cleaning station, an entrance station, and an administrative building

In 2003, the Assistant Secretary of Water and Science determined that the U.S. (i.e.,
Reclamation) would build the major project components and that the State of Colorado or its
citizens would be responsible for development and management of recreation at the reservoir. In
2004, Ridges Basin Reservoir was renamed as Lake Nighthorse, in honor of Ben Nighthorse
Campbell, the former U.S. senator from Colorado who served as the primary author for the
Settlement Act and its amendments. Construction of the ALP Project started in 2002, and
reservoir filling was initiated in 2009 and completed in June 2011. The primary features of the
ALP Project include Ridges Basin Dam and Reservoir, Durango Pumping Plant, and Ridges
Basin Inlet Conduit. Reservoir storage at Lake Nighthorse currently totals 123,541 acre-feet,
including 30,000 acre-feet of inactive storage to sustain a cold-water recreational trout fishery.
Since 2003, the reservoir area and the area below the dam have been closed to public access.

In 2008, Colorado State Parks declined to accept the development and management of recreation
at Lake Nighthorse and agreed to allow Reclamation to seek other nonfederal partners. The state
gave Reclamation a $3 million Motorboat Access grant for construction of a boat ramp, a
parking area, a vault restroom, and an access road. Construction of the boat ramp project was
completed in 2012. Recognizing the potential of the reservoir to serve as an important
recreational amenity, the ALPWCD initiated public meetings in 2009 and contracted for the
preparation of a recreation master plan in 2010 to evaluate and direct planning, development, and
management of recreational facilities at Lake Nighthorse. At that time, the City of Durango
expressed interest in serving as Reclamation’s nonfederal partner responsible for development
and management of recreation at Lake Nighthorse. Since development of a Draft Recreation
Master Plan in 2011 (DHM Design 2011), in-depth discussions have been held with various
stakeholders, primarily members of the ALPOMRA, including the ALPWCD, the Southern Ute
Indian and Ute Mountain Ute tribes, and the City of Durango, regarding the scope of recreational
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development at Lake Nighthorse. These discussions culminated in the development of a draft
conceptual recreation plan by the City of Durango, in collaboration with Reclamation, in 2014
(Reclamation and City of Durango 2014).

1.3 PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

The purpose and need is to provide recreation at Lake Nighthorse while protecting water quality
and sensitive natural, cultural, and other resources including Indian Trust Assets, and to ensure
compatibility with the primary purpose of the ALP Project for municipal and industrial water
supply. Recreation is an incidental or secondary purpose of the ALP Project and is subordinate to
the primary purpose as mentioned above. Public involvement and participation conducted from
March 2009 through April 2011 identified a public desire for a variety of recreational
opportunities, including boating, swimming, multi-use trails, fishing, hunting, camping,
picnicking, other activities, and special events (DHM Design 2011). Similarly, a market study
completed in June 2010 identified local and regional demand for reservoir-based recreational
activities, including boating, fishing, camping, swimming, and trail use. The percentage of the
local or regional population that participates in these types of reservoir-based activities ranges
from 26 percent to 87 percent, which is significantly higher than national rates (RPI Consulting
2010a).

1.4 PROJECT LOCATION

This EA addresses implementation of a recreation plan through the planning, development, and
management of recreational facilities at Lake Nighthorse near Durango, La Plata County,
Colorado (Figures 1 and 2). The study area includes the reservoir and the surrounding upland
areas. The reservoir has a surface area of approximately 1,500 acres at full pool and 750 acres at
minimum pool. The reservoir area and the area below the dam that fall under Reclamation
jurisdiction total about 5,500 acres. For this analysis, the study area includes the reservoir area as
well as adjacent private, tribal, municipal, and state lands (Figure 2). It is also anticipated that
socioeconomic effects could extend to Durango and parts of La Plata County.

1.5 DECISION TO BE MADE

Implementation of a recreation plan at Lake Nighthorse, including the planning, development,
and management of recreational facilities, is subject to compliance with NEPA because it is on
federal land. The responsible official for this EA, the area manager for Reclamation’s Western
Colorado Area Office, must decide whether to approve an action alternative that meets the
purpose and need stated in this EA. If an action alternative is selected, the proposed recreational
facilities would be developed and administered through establishment of a management authority
under contract with Reclamation. Reclamation would retain ownership and oversight
responsibility for operation of the dam, reservoir, recreational facilities, and associated upland
areas under its jurisdiction.

1.6 PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT
1.6.1 Public and Agency Scoping

The CEQ defines scoping as “an early and open process for determining the scope of issues to be
addressed and for identifying significant issues related to a proposed action” (40 CFR 1501.7).
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Scoping, which encourages public input and helps focus the environmental analysis on relevant
issues, is an important foundation to the NEPA process.

Public and agency scoping was initiated in March 2009 as part of the development of a Draft
Recreation Master Plan for Lake Nighthorse. A collaborative public involvement process was
undertaken that included open houses, a public forum, issues workshops, and a design workshop.
The public was notified of each of these events through advertisements published in local
newspapers and public service announcements on local radio stations. Email announcements
were sent to interested parties and those individuals who previously contacted the planning team
or provided contact information. Additionally, the public process calendar was advertised
through posters, comment cards, and a website. Though no formal agency consultations occurred
in the development of the Draft Recreation Master Plan, Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW) and
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) were represented in the planning process because of
their special expertise and Reclamation’s existing commitments. The National Park Service
facilitated the public process.

All public involvement events in 2009 and 2010 were held in Durango. Open houses were held
on March 5, 2009, and November 10 and 11, 2010. At these open houses, project representatives
provided the public with basic information, answered questions, and established a common
baseline of factual information. A public forum was held on November 16, 2010, to allow
interested persons to express concerns, share ideas, and identify issues related to the project.
Workshops were held on December 7 and 8, 2010, to identify specific issues and develop shared
solutions to water and shoreline recreation and land-based recreation, respectively. A two-day
design workshop was held on January 11 and 12, 2011, to further develop recommendations for
recreation at Lake Nighthorse. This workshop specifically addressed water-based recreation,
trails, camping, shoreline recreation, education and interpretation, and financing and
management of recreation. A public open house was held on April 11, 2011, to review the Draft
Recreation Master Plan, answer questions, obtain recommendations from the community, and
discuss the process for finalizing the plan.

The following issues were identified as a result of public scoping:
e Motorized vs. nonmotorized water-based recreation

¢ Noise effects on nearby residential areas and wildlife

e Public access to the area north of County Road (CR) 210

e Introduction and spread of invasive aquatic species

e Effects on water quality/pollution

¢ Impacts on nesting golden eagles

e Effects on wildlife habitat and wildlife corridors

e Desire for hunting opportunities

e Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) accessibility

e Expanded fishing opportunities (stocking of warm-water species)
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e Mountain bike and hiker effects on wildlife
¢ Noxious/invasive weed effects (from horses)
e Separate trail users (bikes vs. horses)

e Potential effects of introducing new fish species, invasive aquatic species, parasites, and
diseases into the Animas River

e Light pollution

e Effects on property values

e Maintenance/operating costs
e Erosion

¢ Phased implementation

e Preservation of cultural resources

On June 18, 2014, a public open house/community meeting was held by Reclamation in Durango
to provide an update on recreation planning at Lake Nighthorse. The majority of comments
received inquired about the anticipated opening date of the recreational area and expressed a
desire to open the area in the near future. Other comments inquired about specifics such as
recreational vehicle (RV) access, cost, allowable length of stay, and allowable motorboat size.
One commenter made a suggestion about automated fee collection and another questioned the
need for stricter regulations compared with other recreational areas/lakes in the area. Comments
also questioned the effects of recreational development on the reservoir’s primary purpose (water
storage and availability).

Following completion of the Lake Nighthorse Recreation Master Plan prepared and funded by
the Animas-La Plata Water Conservancy District (ALPWCD)—Final Draft May 2011,
discussions ensued with the member entities of the ALPOMRA and Reclamation. Consensus
was reached to establish the framework for proceeding with recreation at Lake Nighthorse to
ensure compatibility with the primary purpose of the project. These discussions led to the
creation of the Lake Nighthorse Conceptual Recreation Plan—October 2014 Draft prepared by
the City of Durango and Reclamation.

1.6.2 Preliminary Draft EA

The Preliminary Draft EA was made available for review by an ALP Project stakeholder group.
Comments received on the Preliminary Draft EA and responses are included in Appendix A.
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2.0 DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES

This chapter describes the range of alternatives considered for the development of recreational
facilities at Lake Nighthorse. Three action alternatives are analyzed in detail in this EA. These
consist of implementation of the Conceptual Recreation Plan developed in 2014 (Proposed
Action—2014 Recreation Plan), the Draft Recreation Master Plan developed in 2011 (Action
Alternative 1—2011 Recreation Plan), and additional recreational development described in the
2000 FSEIS (Action Alternative 2—2000 FSEIS Recreation Plan). As required by NEPA, a No
Action Alternative is included, under which no recreational development would take place. The
three action alternatives and the No Action Alternative are described in detail in the following
sections. Section 2.5 lists commitments common to all action alternatives considered. Section 2.6
includes alternatives considered but eliminated from this EA. Section 2.7 summarizes and
compares the alternatives under consideration with regard to proposed facilities and
environmental consequences.

Recreation plans under all three action alternatives would incorporate use of existing and
authorized facilities, specifically the existing boat ramp and associated parking area and access
road, and a currently authorized (but not yet constructed) entrance station that includes an
aquatic nuisance species (ANS) inspection station. Under the action alternatives and the No
Action Alternative, Reclamation would maintain, in cooperation with CPW, a cold water (trout)
fishery that has been established in Lake Nighthorse. Stocking of trout, in addition to fish tissue
monitoring, and issuance of fish consumption advisories as needed, would reduce the potential
for mercury consumption hazard. In addition, under the action alternatives and the No Action
Alternative, Reclamation is responsible for protecting water quality and sensitive natural,
cultural, and other resources including Indian Trust Assets, and to ensure compatibility with the
primary purpose of the ALP Project for municipal and industrial water supply.

2.1 PROPOSED ACTION—2014 RECREATION PLAN

The Proposed Action would develop recreational facilities described in the 2014 conceptual
recreation plan (Reclamation and City of Durango 2014). This plan was developed as a result of
discussions initiated in 2011 with the City of Durango (City) exploring the feasibility of their
development and management of recreation at Lake Nighthorse. These discussions led to a
consensus among project stakeholders on development and management of recreation facilities
to ensure compatibility with the primary purpose of the project (municipal and industrial water
supply). This plan was developed in accordance with guiding principles and best management
practices that include protection of cultural resources; compliance with standards and
regulations; monitoring and protection of water quality; acknowledgement of Brunot Treaty
Rights; promotion of ecological sustainability and protection of wildlife habitat; and to provide
proper stewardship and law enforcement for public access. Under the Proposed Action, the City
would serve as the non-federal recreation manager under contractual arrangement with
Reclamation, and the City would annex the recreation footprint proposed under this alternative.
Compared with the other two action alternatives, recreational development at Lake Nighthorse
under the Proposed Action would be more limited in scope and extent.

Under the Proposed Action, development would be limited to the minimum facilities necessary
to open the area to the public, including facilities for public health and safety, law enforcement,
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and environmental protection. Specifically, these facilities would consist of an overflow parking
area for the existing boat ramp, including a connecting trail, improvement of boat ramp access
road by regrading and application of a chip seal surface, and development of a courtesy dock
system at the existing boat ramp. Figure 3 depicts the proposed recreation footprint and the
general location of the facilities proposed under this alternative. Figure 4 shows the location and
configuration of the boat ramp access road realignment, boat ramp overflow parking area, and
access/connector trail.

Possible future recreation development under this alternative may include interpretive displays
and education, a natural surface trail connecting Lake Nighthorse to the Animas River Trail, a
looped natural surface trail system on the east side of the reservoir, potential linkages with other
trails outside the project area, a public swim beach and picnic area, a trail connecting the swim
beach to the overflow parking area, breakwater structures at the boat ramp and swim beach, a
public campground with access near the entrance station, a permanent entrance building, and day
use picnic and/or parking areas along the east lakeshore. All future development would be
subject to additional environmental review and approval by Reclamation.

To address Reclamation’s concerns about safety and security associated with the dam and
appurtenant facilities, there would be no public access to the dam and Basin Creek downstream
of the dam to La Posta Road including certain areas associated with the Ridges Basin Inlet
Conduit. A segment of the existing utility access road immediately northeast of the dam would
be permanently closed to public access. The remaining segment of this road (from the point of
permanent public access closure northeast of the dam to the existing boat ramp) would be closed
to public vehicular access, though non-motorized access would be permitted. This alternative
would allow public access within a 25-foot wide buffer along the entire reservoir shoreline,
except for the face of the dam and subject to seasonal restrictions.

The lake and recreational area would be initially designated as day use only from sunrise to
sunset, with seasonal restrictions in some areas. The lake would be closed to all motorized
boating recreation from mid-November to mid-May (unless the CPW, U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS), Reclamation, ALPOMRA, and the recreation manager agree to an earlier
spring opening or later fall closure on an annual basis). Designated areas in the south and west
portions of the project area would be closed to public access from mid-November to mid-May to
protect wildlife habitat. All areas within % mile of golden eagle nest sites would be closed to
public access from December 1 to July 15. Temporary closures due to unforeseen events may
occur periodically.

Funding for development, maintenance, and management of the recreational facilities (capital
and operation costs) would come from user fees, grants, and subsidies. Low-impact commercial
activities such as boat rentals, scuba lessons, rescue classes, and children’s day camps would be
allowed under the Proposed Action and would add revenue and expand the spectrum of
recreational opportunities. Large events such as tournaments and music festivals would be
reviewed on a case-by-case basis with the City, the ALPOMRA and its individual members, and
Reclamation.
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Reclamation acknowledges the Tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights. However, the regulation of hunting
(tribal and non-tribal) on any or all parts of the project lands is being deferred because it requires
further discussion and coordination between Reclamation, the recreation manager, the Tribes,
CPW, and other stakeholders to determine the potential extent of hunting activities, applicable
regulations, and consistency with the tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights.

2.2  ACTION ALTERNATIVE 1—2011 RECREATION PLAN

This alternative would implement the Draft Recreation Master Plan developed for Lake
Nighthorse in 2011 (DHM Design 2011). This draft plan was initiated by ALPWCD and
developed though a collaborative public involvement process that took place from March 2009
through April 2011 and included open houses, a public forum, issues and design workshops ,
which identified a public desire for a variety of recreational opportunities, including boating,
swimming, multi-use trails, fishing, hunting, camping, picnicking, other activities, and special
events. Under this alternative, implementation of the improvements would occur in phases, as
available funding allowed. For the initial phase, specific locations are identified for a 2.4-mile
ADA-accessible trail and trailhead; a nonmotorized boat launch area; a swim beach; a parking
area to service the proposed swim beach, trail, and nonmotorized boat launch area; a vehicle
turnaround and limited ADA parking at the end of the swim beach area access road; and a
courtesy dock and breakwater at the existing boat ramp. For subsequent phases, proposed
facilities include a boat ramp overflow parking area; a proposed fishing and picnic area with
access road, parking area, and trail; multi-use trails; a trailhead on the north side of CR 210; a
trailhead at the west end of the lake off CR 211; three campgrounds; 40 boat slips for campers at
the existing boat ramp; and a day-use area south of the existing boat ramp. Figure 5 depicts the
general location of the facilities proposed under all phases. Figure 6 shows the location and
configuration of the swim beach, the ADA-accessible trailhead, the nonmotorized boat launch,
and associated parking areas under this alternative.

As under the Proposed Action, development and operation of recreational facilities under Action
Alternative 1 would occur through the establishment of a management authority under contract
with Reclamation. Funding for development, maintenance, and management of the recreational
facilities would come from user fees, grants, and subsidies. Low-impact commercial activities
such as boat rentals, scuba lessons, rescue classes, and children’s day camps would be allowed
under this alternative and would add revenue and expand the spectrum of recreational
opportunities. Large events such as tournaments and music festivals would be reviewed on a
case-by-case basis with the recreation manager, the ALPOMRA and its individual members, and
Reclamation. Capital improvements would occur in phases, contingent on funding availability.
Funding sources would be the same as under the Proposed Action, and other activities and events
would be allowed contingent on review and approval by the recreation manager, the
ALPOMRA, and Reclamation.
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The lake and recreational area would be initially designated as day use only from sunrise to
sunset, with seasonal restrictions in some areas. The lake would be closed to all motorized
boating recreation from mid-November to mid-May (unless the CPW, USFWS, Reclamation,
ALPOMRA, and the recreation manager agree to an earlier spring opening or later fall closure on
an annual basis). Designated areas in the south and west portions of the project area would be
closed to public access from mid-November to mid-May to protect wildlife habitat. All areas
within % mile of golden eagle nest sites would be closed to public access from December 1 to
July 15.

Same as the Proposed Action, to address Reclamation’s concerns about safety and security
associated with the dam and appurtenant facilities, there would be no public access to the dam
and Basin Creek downstream of the dam to La Posta Road including certain areas associated
with the Ridges Basin Inlet Conduit under Action Alternative 1. A segment of the existing utility
access road immediately northeast of the dam would be permanently closed to public access. The
remaining segment of this road (from the point of permanent public access closure northeast of
the dam to the existing boat ramp) would be closed to public vehicular access, though non-
motorized access would be permitted.

Reclamation acknowledges the Tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights. However, the regulation of hunting
(tribal and non-tribal) on any or all parts of the project lands is being deferred because it requires
further discussion and coordination between Reclamation, the recreation manager, the Tribes,
CPW, and other stakeholders to determine the potential extent of hunting activities, applicable
regulations, and consistency with the tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights.

2.3 ACTION ALTERNATIVE 2—2000 FSEIS RECREATION PLAN

Action Alternative 2 would develop recreational facilities as contemplated in the 2000 FSEIS
(Reclamation 2000a) and described originally in the 1980 Final Environmental Statement and the
associated 1980 Definite Plan Report (Reclamation 1980b). The scope and extent of recreational
development would be similar to that of Action Alternative 1, but facilities would be located
primarily along the north lakeshore rather than the east lakeshore (Figure 7). These would
include hiking trails, a campground, picnic area, marina, boat ramp and parking, a public beach
for swimming, and a fisherman access area. Some facilities proposed under Action Alternative 1
would not be developed under Action Alternative 2—the boat ramp courtesy dock and an
overflow parking area for the existing boat ramp on the east lakeshore, the ADA-accessible trail,
the nonmotorized boat launch and parking area, and the fishing/picnic/day-use areas on the east
lakeshore.

Same as the Proposed Action and Action Alternative 1, to address Reclamation’s concerns about
safety and security associated with the dam and appurtenant facilities, there would be no public
access to the dam and Basin Creek downstream of the dam to La Posta Road including certain
areas associated with the Ridges Basin Inlet Conduit under Action Alternative 2. A segment of
the existing utility access road immediately northeast of the dam would be permanently closed to
public access. The remaining segment of this road (from the point of permanent public access
closure northeast of the dam to the existing boat ramp) would be closed to public vehicular
access, though non-motorized access would be permitted.
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Reclamation acknowledges the Tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights. However, the regulation of hunting
(tribal and non-tribal) on any or all parts of the project lands is being deferred because it requires
further discussion and coordination between Reclamation, the recreation manager, the Tribes,
CPW, and other stakeholders to determine the potential extent of hunting activities, applicable
regulations, and consistency with the tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights.

24 NO ACTION ALTERNATIVE

NEPA requires evaluation of a No Action Alternative (40 CFR 1502.14). “No action” is
generally interpreted as the resulting outcome if the proposed federal action, or its action
alternatives, are not implemented. The No Action Alternative provides a baseline for comparison
of the environmental effects associated with the action alternatives.

Under the No Action Alternative, the reservoir area and area below the dam would remain closed
to the public. The reservoir would be managed solely for water storage as part of the ALP
Project. Fencing and gates that currently prevent public access would be maintained by
Reclamation, and patrolling of the site by Reclamation and the La Plata County Sheriff’s Office
would continue to prevent or minimize unauthorized entry. Under the No Action Alternative,
development of appropriate recreational facilities at Lake Nighthorse, as authorized by the
Colorado Ute Settlement Act Amendments of 2000 (P.L. 106-554, Section 302[a][1][A][1][IV]),
would not occur. This alternative would not meet the intent of the Motorboat Access Grant
issued by the State of Colorado.

Reclamation acknowledges the Tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights; however, the reservoir area will
remain closed to all activities under the No Action Alternative.

2.5 COMMITMENTS COMMON TO THE ACTION ALTERNATIVES

Table 1 lists commitments associated with the action alternatives. The commitments pertain to
all three action alternatives (Proposed Action, Action Alternative 1, and Action Alternative 2),
except where otherwise noted. These commitments represent measures identified as mitigation in
the FSEIS or developed to address specific issues identified from public outreach and agency
coordination during the 2011 recreation master planning process. Some of these measures have
been adapted or modified based on the analysis in this document. Geographic boundaries of use
restrictions common to the action alternatives are depicted in Figure 8.
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Table 1.

Commitments common to the action alternatives.

Measures

Issues/Resource(s) Targeted

The lake shall be closed to all motorized boating recreation from
mid-November to mid-May. The lake may open earlier in the spring
or stay open later in the fall if agreed by the CPW, Reclamation,
and the recreation manager."?

Wildlife (impacts to elk and deer winter
range), noise

No boats shall be operated on the lake from sunset to sunrise.’

Wildlife, noise, public safety

An ANS monitoring, education, and inspection program shall be
implemented.’

Aquatic resources, water quality

All motor boats shall be required to be equipped with mufflers that
maintain sound levels below 86 decibels on the A-weighted scale
(dBA) at 50 feet from the boat and below 55 dBA in neighboring
residential areas (measured outdoors).’

Noise (impacts on nearby private
residences)

The lake shall be zoned and marked with buoys to denote no
boating near any swim beach, the inlet, and the dam; no wake zones
at the west end of the lake and around the shoreline; and open use
areas where motorized boat travel up to 40 miles per hour (mph)
would be allowed. At minimum pool (750 acres), the entire lake
would be zoned as a no wake zone.’

Noise (impacts on nearby private
residences), user conflicts, public safety

Breakwaters shall be constructed at any swim beach and boat ramp
3
areas.

User conflicts, public safety

Swimming, wading, snorkeling, scuba diving, rafting, or tubing
shall be prohibited within 300 yards of the dam and inlet structure;
within 100 yards of buoys or barriers marking public access limits;
at the boat dock and boat launch site; and in designated mooring
areas.

User conflicts, public safety

Motorized personal watercraft (e.g., jet skis) with open-air exhaust
and two-stroke engines; houseboats that are used as a human
dwelling; cabin cruisers with full living quarters on board, including
plum3bing; and open-air-exhaust boats shall not be allowed on the
lake.

Noise (impacts on nearby private
residences), user conflicts, public safety

All boats shall be required to operate at safe speeds, not exceeding
40 mph in open use zones and not exceeding 5 mph in no wake
zones.’

Public safety

No fueling shall be allowed on the lake, and all fueling shall occur
in designated areas only.’

Water quality

Scuba diving shall require the use of a diver’s flag to warn other
boaters.

Public safety

Water-skiing shall be allowed only in areas of the lake zoned for
open use.’

User conflicts, public safety

Flotation devices shall be required for all persons being pulled or
towed by a boat, and this activity shall be prohibited within 500 feet
of entrances, swimming beaches, and mooring areas, and within
100 feet of any person swimming, fishing, or diving; motorized
boat travel shall be required to proceed in a counterclockwise
direction.’

Public safety, user conflicts

The south and west portions of the project area shall be closed to
public access from mid-November to mid-May and open only to
foot traffic outside the seasonal closure period. No recreational
facilities or other facilities, such as cabin sites, shall be developed in
the project area under any of the action alternatives."*

Wildlife (impacts to elk and deer winter
range)

All areas within %4 mile of historic and current golden eagle nest
sites shall be closed to public access from December 1 to July 15."*

Wildlife (impacts to golden eagle nesting
habitat)

Efforts shall be made to avoid construction from May—July in the
vicinity of elk calving areas.’

Wildlife (impacts to elk calving areas)
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Table 1. Commitments common to the action alternatives.

Measures

Issues/Resource(s) Targeted

Snowmobiles, off-road vehicles, and aircraft shall be prohibited.

Wildlife (impacts to elk and deer), noise,
natural resources

Facilities, including trails, shall be designed to prevent future
erosion and sedimentation. A Storm Water Management Plan, if
necessary, shall be prepared and implemented, and best
management practices shall be installed prior to all construction
activities in accordance with state and federal regulations." >

Water quality

All lighting shall be dark-sky compliant. Lighting shall be solar-
powered, to the extent feasible.”

Visual quality

All roadways open to public and other use shall be graveled initially
and improved as need arises and funding allows.”

Air quality

All structures shall complement the existing landscape through the
use of natural materials; parking lots and campgrounds shall be
tucked into existing landforms; and utilities shall be installed
underground.”

Visual quality

All landscaping shall consist of native and adapted vegetation pre-
approved by Reclamation.

Natural resources, visual quality

Structures shall be constructed of fire-resistant materials, and
locations of existing utilities shall be verified prior to construction."
2

Public health and safety

Design and construction of trails shall minimize erosion and
sedimentation through construction in dry periods only, diversion of
runoff across trails, maintenance of existing drainages, stabilization
of all disturbed slopes with vegetation after construction,
installation of signage and fencing to discourage social
(undesignated) trails as needed. Under Action Alternatives 1 and 2,
any trails north of CR 210 shall incorporate existing ranch and
service roads."

Water quality, natural resources

Under Action Alternatives 1 and 2, any trails on the south and west
sides of the reservoir shall be designated for foot traffic only."?

Wildlife

Disturbance and removal of slow-growing trees, such as pinyon
pine, juniper, and ponderosa pine, shall be minimized to the extent
possible.

Vegetation

Dogs shall be required to be kept on a 6-foot-maximum leash,
unless a designated dog play/swim area is established where off
leash dogs would be permitted.

Public health and safety

Trail development in the project area shall be coordinated with the
Southern Ute Indian Tribe, Ute Mountain Ute Tribe, Trails 2000,
the City of Durango, La Plata County, ALPOMRA, and the CPW,
and opportunities for linkage with other trail systems outside the
project area may also be considered.

Recreation

Wildlife-resistant trash receptacles shall be used.”

Public health and safety, wildlife

for each campground and shall specify, at a minimum, no fires
outside grills or fire rings, no unattended fires, and no discharge or
use of fireworks.’

Campgrounds shall have hosts and shall be managed and patrolled | Public health and safety
24 hours a day and seven days a week when open. Quiet hours shall

be designated from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.?

Fire hazard mitigation plans shall be developed and implemented Public health and safety
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Table 1. Commitments common to the action alternatives.

Measures Issues/Resource(s) Targeted
The recreation manager, Reclamation, and the ALPOMRA shall Public health and safety, water quality,
continue to coordinate with the Colorado Department of Public wildlife

Health and Environment (CDPHE) regarding inclusion of Lake
Nighthorse in a statewide fish tissue monitoring program to assess
bioaccumulation of mercury and to develop protective measures, if
warranted.'
Reclamation shall commit to providing trout to be stocked in Lake Recreation
Nighthorse to provide a recreational fishery.'
Effects on cultural resources shall be evaluated through the process | Cultural resources
outlined in an approved Cultural Resource Management Plan
(CRMP) in compliance with the National Historic Preservation Act
Section 106. As needed, cultural resource surveys shall be
completed prior to future development to determine impacts on
other cultural resource sites, potential for avoidance, or need for
testing and data recovery.' As needed, an archaeologist shall be
available during all construction activities in the project area. The
recreation manager shall assign staff to monitor recreational
activities and enforce rules, regulations, and/or measures for the
protection of cultural resources. Shoreline monitoring will be
conducted pursuant to an approved CRMP.
Reclamation acknowledges the Tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights. Brunot Treaty Rights
However, the regulation of hunting (tribal and non-tribal) on any or
all parts of the project lands is being deferred because it requires
further discussion and coordination between Reclamation, the
recreation manager, the Tribes, CPW, and other stakeholders to
determine the potential extent of hunting activities, applicable
regulations, and consistency with the tribes’ Brunot Treaty Rights.
Construction contractors shall be required to implement measures to | Air quality
control fugitive dust and exhaust emissions during construction,
such as water spraying of access roads and materials storage piles.'
Reclamation shall ensure that construction contractors provide Noise, wildlife
blasting notification to residents, sound pre-blast alarms, and follow
the construction safety plan as described in the FSEIS. Construction
activities shall be scheduled to avoid or minimize loud activities in
the vicinity of golden eagle nesting areas during the nesting season.’
! Environmental commitments identified in the FSEIS.

? Design guidelines identified in the 2011 Draft Recreation Master Plan.

? Rules and regulations, including closures and use restrictions, identified in or adapted from the 2011 Draft Recreation Master
Plan.

2.6 ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED BUT ELIMINATED
2.6.1 No Motorized Boats

In response to public input, closure of the lake to motorized boats was considered early in the
planning process. This alternative was eliminated from further consideration because it would
not meet the projected demand for this type of activity. Motorized boating is anticipated to be
one of the primary drivers of recreation at Lake Nighthorse, representing 18 percent of the total
estimated annual user days (nearly 29,000 of the projected 163,197 annual user days)
(RPI Consulting 2010a). Elimination of motorized boating would reduce visitor spending during
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the May to October (summer tourism) period. Visitor spending represents 20 percent of all
spending in La Plata County during this period (RPI Consulting 2010b).

Concerns identified by the public with regard to noise and conflicts with other users are
addressed in the action alternatives through requirements for sound muffling of engines,
proposed establishment of no wake zones, construction of breakwaters, and prohibition of use by
motorized personal watercraft, houseboats, cabin cruisers, and open-air-exhaust boats.
Furthermore, funding for the existing boat ramp was obtained through a grant from Colorado
State Parks (currently known as the CPW)."! The associated funding is derived from motorboat
fuel taxes administered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) Sport Fish Restoration
Program to develop motorized boating recreation.

2.6.2 Swim Beach Location at Open Meadow Day-use Area

This alternative would implement Action Alternative 1 but would locate the swim beach in the
open meadow day-use area along the north lakeshore, near the end of the proposed 2.4-mile
ADA-accessible trail. This alternative would require approximately 3,500 linear feet of new road
construction to access the site. It was eliminated because of the cost associated with additional
roadway development and greater impacts on cultural and natural resources along the north
lakeshore.

2.6.3 Swim Beach Location along North Lakeshore and East of Inlet
Structure

This alternative would implement Action Alternative 1 but would locate the swim beach in a
cove along the north lakeshore, approximately 1/10 mile east of the inlet structure and old
CR 211. The swim beach would be accessed from the north end of the boat access road. This
alternative was eliminated from further consideration due to concerns with steep topography and
conflicts with the existing drainage patterns.

2.6.4 Swim Beach Location South of the Existing Boat Ramp

This alternative would implement Action Alternative 1 but would locate the swim beach in a
large cove along the east lakeshore between the existing boat ramp and the dam, approximately
2 mile south of the boat ramp. This alternative was eliminated from further consideration due to
steep topography, the proximity of identified cultural resource sites, required access through the
existing boat ramp area and parking lot, and lack of suitable space for the development of
parking adjacent to the site.

2.7 SUMMARY OF ALTERNATIVES

Table 2 summarizes the differences between the alternatives under consideration with regard to
recreational facilities developed and their location. Table 3 summarizes the environmental
consequences, by resource topic, of each of the alternatives under consideration.

"In 2011, Colorado State Parks and Colorado Division of Wildlife were merged to create one agency—CPW.
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Table 2.

Summary of differences among alternatives under consideration.

Action Alternative

Proposed Action—2014 Action Alternative 1— 2—2000 FSEIS No Action
Elements Recreation Plan 2011 Recreation Plan Recreation Plan Alternative

Access Day use. Land-based access | Day use and overnight. Same as Action No public
limited to east portion of Land-based access to Alternative 1. access.
recreational area/lakeshore most of recreational
and a 25-foot buffer around area/lakeshore, except
the entire lakeshore. area near/below dam.

Picnicking allowed along Entire lake open to
shoreline, swimming and boating with seasonal
fishing allowed from restriction. Seasonal
shoreline and boats. Entire closures on west side for
lake open to boating with wildlife and south and
seasonal restriction. Seasonal | east sides for eagle
closures on west side for nesting.

wildlife. Possible future

recreational development

may include overnight use.

Trails Trail development limited to | 2—4 miles of ADA- 10 miles of trail on No trails
a short trail segment accessible trail in initial east, north, west, and developed.
connecting the proposed phase. Additional multi- | south sides of lake;
overflow parking area with use trails in possible only partial loop
the existing boat ramp and future phases, resulting around lake.
the parking area on the east in a total of 28.6 miles of
lakeshore. Possible future trail, forming complete
recreational development loop around lake.
may include a trail
connecting Lake Nighthorse
to the Animas River Trail, a
looped trail system on east
side of reservoir, and
potential linkages with other
trails outside project area.

Camping None. Possible future No campgrounds One campground in No
recreational development developed in initial the north portion of campgrounds
may include one phase. Future phases the recreational area. developed.
campground near entry area. | would include two

campgrounds in north
portion of recreational
area and one in northeast
portion near entry area.

Picnic/day- | None. Possible future Open meadow day-use Swim beach, picnic No

use sites recreational development area on north lakeshore; | sites, and fishing picnic/day
may include public swim swim beach/picnic sites | access on north use sites
beach and picnic area, trail on northeast lakeshore; lakeshore. developed.

connecting swim beach to
overflow parking area, and
day use picnic area along
east lakeshore.

picnic and fishing area
on east lakeshore; and
day-use area on east
lakeshore south of boat
ramp.
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Table 2.

Summary of differences among alternatives under consideration.

Action Alternative

Proposed Action—2014 Action Alternative 1— 2—2000 FSEIS No Action
Elements Recreation Plan 2011 Recreation Plan Recreation Plan Alternative
Other None. Possible future Nonmotorized boat None developed. None
recreational | recreational development launch on north developed.
facilities may include breakwaters at lakeshore, courtesy dock

boat ramp and swim beach
and permanent entrance
building/station.

and breakwater at
existing boat ramp, and
permanent entrance
building/station.
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Table 3.

Summary of environmental consequences of alternatives analyzed in detail.

Resource Topic

Proposed Action—
2014 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 1—
2011 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 2—
2000 FSEIS Recreation
Plan

No Action Alternative

Recreation

Estimated 86,308 total annual
user-days initially. Total user
days would increase if
campground, trails, swim beach,
and separate day-use area are
developed as part of possible
future development, but would
be less than the 163,197 annual
user days estimated for Action
Alternative 1 due to fewer
campsites, trail miles, and day-
use areas overall.

Development of facilities to
support recreational
opportunities including boating,
fishing, and swimming. Public
use of cold water fishery
established and maintained in
reservoir. Possible future
recreational development for
camping, other day use, and
trails.

Potential user conflicts are
higher compared with Action
Alternative 1 due to fewer
overall facilities and
concentration of recreational
uses on the east lakeshore.

Any trespass or unauthorized
use will be dealt with by the
appropriate law enforcement
agencies.

Estimated 163,197 annual
user days by recreationists,
primarily from May through
October, increasing to
197,353 user days annually
by 2025.

Development of facilities to
support recreational
opportunities, including
boating, fishing, camping,
swimming, and trail use.
Public use of cold water
fishery established and
maintained in reservoir.

Potential for user conflicts
among pedestrians,
bicyclists, and equestrians on
multi-use trails and between
motorized and nonmotorized
boaters but would be
addressed through posting
and implementation of rules
and regulations. Any trespass
or unauthorized use will be
dealt with by the appropriate
law enforcement agencies.

Estimated 218,400 annual
user days by recreationists,
primarily from May through
October, increasing to
264,264 user days annually
by 2015.

Same recreational facilities
as Action Alternative 1,
except fewer miles of hiking
trail, fewer separate day-use
areas, more picnic sites,
fewer campgrounds (but
more total campsites), and
no ADA-accessible trail or
nonmotorized boat launch.
Public use of cold water
fishery established and
maintained in reservoir.

Potential user conflicts are
higher compared with Action
Alternative 1 due to less
dispersal of recreational
facilities throughout the
project area. Any trespass or
unauthorized use will be
dealt with by the appropriate
law enforcement agencies.

No additional recreational
facilities developed. Project
area remains closed to
public. No effects on
recreational use patterns or
distribution of market share
across region.

No public use of cold water
fishery established in lake.

Any trespass or unauthorized
use will be dealt with by the
appropriate law enforcement
agencies.
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Table 3.

Summary of environmental consequences of alternatives analyzed in detail.

Resource Topic

Proposed Action—
2014 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 1—
2011 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 2—
2000 FSEIS Recreation
Plan

No Action Alternative

Socioeconomics and
Community

Would contribute to continued
growth of tourism sector by
providing additional recreational
opportunities resulting in direct,
indirect, and induced economic
benefits from increased
employment opportunities, retail
sales, and economic output.

Additional employment
opportunities would contribute
to increased population growth
and demand for affordable
housing, transportation/ utility
infrastructure, and government
services.

Increased recreational
facilities development would
result in greater economic
benefits (employment
opportunities, retail sales,
economic output) compared
with the Proposed Action.

Larger increase in population
growth and demand for
affordable housing,
transportation/utility
infrastructure, and
government services
compared with Proposed
Action.

More employment
opportunities, higher retail
sales and economic output,
more population growth and
higher demand on housing,
infrastructure, and
government services
compared with Action
Alternative 1 due to higher
estimated recreation user
days.

No increase in recreational
opportunities and associated
economic benefits in
Durango and La Plata
County.

Would not generate
additional jobs in tourism or
related sectors and would not
contribute to population
growth or existing and future
demands on affordable
housing,
transportation/utility
infrastructure, or government
services.

Environmental Justice

No impact on populations or
communities defined under
Executive Order (EO) 12898
due to their absence in project
area.

Same as Proposed Action.

Same as Proposed Action.

Same as Proposed Action.

26




Table 3.

Summary of environmental consequences of alternatives analyzed in detail.

Resource Topic

Proposed Action—
2014 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 1—
2011 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 2—
2000 FSEIS Recreation
Plan

No Action Alternative

Cultural Resources

No direct effects to cultural
resources from initial

development. Effects of possible
future recreational development

would be addressed per an
approved CRMP.

Opening of the project area to
public use would result in

increased human presence and
use, and may indirectly impact

some sites through incidental

discovery and illegal collection
of artifacts and/or trampling by

recreationists venturing away
from developed recreational
facilities.

Monitoring and oversight by
recreation manager and law
enforcement agencies would
reduce impacts from

unauthorized access or trespass

compared with No Action
Alternative.

Initial implementation phase
would result in direct or
indirect effects to 12 eligible
or potentially eligible sites
and would require intensive
data recovery at one site.

Subsequent implementation
phases would potentially
affect some of the up to 170
cultural resources identified
in project area. These effects
would be addressed through
avoidance or mitigation
following an approved
CRMP.

Similar to the Proposed
Action, opening of project
area to public use has the
potential to result in indirect
effects on cultural resources
(e.g., disturbance, illegal
collection, trampling).

Monitoring and oversight by
recreation manager and law
enforcement agencies would
reduce impacts from
unauthorized access or
trespass compared with No
Action Alternative.

May affect some of the up to
170 cultural resource sites
remaining in the project area.
These effects would be
addressed through avoidance
or mitigation per an
approved CRMP.

Opening of the project area
to public use would result in
increased human presence
and use, and may indirectly
impact some sites through
incidental discovery and
illegal collection of artifacts
and/or trampling by
recreationists venturing away
from developed recreational
facilities. The extent of
potential indirect effects
would be similar to Action
Alternative 1 but greater in
extent compared with the
Proposed Action because
more facilities would be
developed and larger area
would be opened to the
public.

Monitoring and oversight by
recreation manager and law
enforcement agencies would
reduce impacts from
unauthorized access or
trespass compared with No
Action Alternative.

Cultural resources in the
project area would be
managed under an approved
CRMP.

Project area would remain
closed to public access and
no recreational facilities
would be developed.
Potential impacts to cultural
resource sites such as
incidental site discovery,
illegal collection of artifacts,
and/or trampling from
unauthorized access or
trespass in the absence
oversight by a recreation
manager or law enforcement
agencies.

Any trespass or unauthorized
use that occurs will be dealt
with by the appropriate law
enforcement agencies.
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Table 3.

Summary of environmental consequences of alternatives analyzed in detail.

Resource Topic

Proposed Action—
2014 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 1—
2011 Recreation Plan

Action Alternative 2—
2000 FSEIS Recreation
Plan

No Action Alternative

Indian Trust Assets

No effect on assets associated
with water rights assigned to the
Colorado Ute tribes under the
Colorado Ute Indian Water
Rights Settlement Act.

Same as Proposed Action.

Same as Proposed Action.

Same as Proposed Action.

Brunot Treaty Rights

The proposed recreation
footprint (as shown in Figure 3)
would be subjec